have begun to strike off their lists the names of parents who decline MMR vaccine for their offspring.
But have journalists really been responsible for the hysteria and the dangerous situation which the UK Department of Health has now been trying so hard to address?
A dispassionate examination of media coverage across the board reveals a rather different picture. Journalists did, of course, report Andrew Wakefield's original claim in 1998 linking MMR vaccine with autism. Yet textual analysis shows that most newspapers have at least tried to produce rational and balanced coverage, and that most have succeeded rather well. The Guardian, for example, assembled a dossier headed "The facts" which emphasised the results of extensive studies in the UK and elsewhere that have contradicted Wakefield's claim, which was based on a very small sample. The dossier also showed that there was no scientific evidence that the triple vaccine was less safe than monovalent ones -whose use would leave children alarmingly exposed.
Other broadsheet newspapers published similar evidence -as too did most of the mass market tabloids. The Daily Express, for example, ran a double-page spread headed "Vaccinate -or risk your child's life". This was accompanied by an editorial suggesting that parents be given the choice of single vaccines, simply because so many of them were rejecting the MMR shot. However, the main article stated prominently that the WHO and other authorities throughout the world believe MMR to be safe.
Another The Mirror's dossier was backed by an editorial beginning "Consider the facts. In 90 countries MMR is used to inoculate children. The UK is the only one in which there is any suggestion it is not safe." Reminding readers that a similar scare over pertussis inoculation 20 years ago led to the deaths of more than 100 children, the editorial concluded: "The real threat today is not from giving children MMR but from not giving it to them".
Likewise, The Times pointed out that children receiving MMR immunisation do not face an increased risk of autism; that autism victims are not more likely than anyone else to have had the vaccine; and that, although diagnosed autism has been increasing, there has been no correlation with vaccination. "These are the conclusions of studies from around the world by independent and reputable researchers…The rest is unsupported allegation, tragic but unrepresentative anecdote and scaremongering."
The second of these three factors may well have been the most significant in shaping public opinion. That, linked with blows to public confidence in fields such as BSE and GM food, could have had a more far-reaching influence than the machinations of the media.
There is at least one reassuring feature of the MMR furore in the media. This is the repeated request -even by commentators opposed to the vaccine -for "more research". There have been few if any calls for MMR immunisation to be abandoned in favour of crystal therapy, homeopathy or tender loving care. What is advocated, whether by parents or journalists, is more extensive research -real, scientific research. That hardly accords with the fears of some scientists that the public is rejecting medical science and espousing irrationality.
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